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ABSTEACT • ^ ^ 

Contrary to earlierfassettions, young children do not 
interprets t4ie word "different" to mean "same," Both two-s-and-a-half 
ye*r old children and adults inter jJret requests for same or different 
objects appropriately, apparently following conventions of 
conversational discourse, Th^se data offer nd support for a discrete 
semantic feature model of acquiring word meanings, (Author) , 
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t^^i-r., to one claos of models o£ language aoquisLtion, . 
Children acauire word meaning, by sequentiaUv accuiring di.orete 
oenantie features (of. Clar., 1973, McNeill, X970,. Thia.hypothe.i. 
is derl*oa ■f.om the linguistic position that word meanings can 
he apooifted by onumoratin., the ^.nique .et of feature, which 
dL^€irfe-any givon word fKatz . TodSr', 1963, but see c*itt-,uo<, of 
'thiolio'w by Bolingor, 1965: Gluckeberg <. Banks, 1975, Rosch, 
in proc.) . Thb psychological extension of this linguistic view 
states that Children initially do not know the "full" (that is, 
adult) meanings of the words they hear and use. For any given 
'xoKical item, a child m.y initially acquire' only a subset of 
that item's r^iterial features. Hence, if only the feature 
four-icgaedneso had been acquired ar,.£ho criterial set for the 
w.ra doa, tl.en a child would ov.r,eneraU.e or overexte,^d the 
referential usage .f that word and call all four-legged animal, dogs 
(Cla-i;, 10.73) . *ilo a plaupible cuao .may made for this, 
serial, diourete-feature ^odel if word, aonuloition on the grounds 
th.Jt chUdian often do over^ner.- Uzo in tnijs way,, it is also 
true tl..t.ch.'dren over-difWentia,te as well,^!,««glin, »75). 
.r.,r eKa.:,le,' the word go^ may b. restriotelj t% chi Id • s own . 
fethc-, all ot^r child, on' 3 fathers arc not "Daddid^^" 

■ u mo..' discriminating test of the semantic feature^' acquisition . 
hvpcthesis ie ...uired. One possibiuiy would be .toitest the 
knowledg.'o'^ s,ec.fied pairs of words which theoretically differ 

«^ fo^+^nC-r If two/ words di.ffei^- 
from one another uy one ..na ji ^ / 

from one another by one ..nd only one semantic feature, then it 
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■ Ifoilows that tho me.*er o'f ftho pair «lth >wcr leaturcs (n £o»tu«B) 
jwould be acquired before <J.>.ltom with n * 1 features, Antonymic 
' i-comparative. like sajse-differeni oharacteri^ed. Iho . 

! first merrtoer of the pair is oondiflered "unmalrked- and has n • 
' features. The second is "marlied" and has n * 1 features. Given 
. : these properties, it aloo followc, that: 

(a) until that last feature io aoquirod tho t«o members of 

. the pair will be treated ao synonymous (booau,e both have the same , 

• » ■ I 

set of n features)! / . i 

' . (b7 the moaning of tho unmarked mombor (with n foaturoB) will 
bo takon as tho moaning of tho^arkod mombor, which v until tho 
n f 1^^ or last fo^turo is acquired, ha^ho same sot of n features 

as tho upmar.kod member. 
; ■ ■ on a semaniive .feature hvpothesio, then, children should 
! acqut>re the correct meaning of same before they acquire the correct 
I meanina of the word difffficent, and they should also treat the pair 

as synonymous, with both same and different being understood to 

moan "same." 

•. HOW can this hypothesis be tested? one li-nc of attack wa. 

., .initiated by Donaldson . Wales (1970) who observed children- 8 

responses to tho utteranees: 

(1) Give tne. one that is the same in some way. 

versus :. , 

m Give me one that io different in oomo way. 

The experimental situation involved an ar.ay of either real.*^«etB. 

(liRe toothbrushes and eg, cups) or geometric forms (like squares 

and triangles). For example, if the experimenter held up a blue 
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toothbrush and aakod question (i) or questibn (2), the child 
hid the option of selecting,, among other things/ a red toothbrush 
or a white egg. cup. In one of several conditions, all toothbrushes ^ 
in. the -selection array were blue, and so if a. blue toothbrush 
were the target object and question (2) were to be asked, a cbil^ 
could respond "correctly" .by selebting some otherVbject. 

irrespective of the charaeteristics of the selection arrays, 

"most of the children (aged about thrce-and-one-half J appear to | 

i 

mak-^ no distinction between the inatructions.Give me one that is 
the Aame in some way and Give mo one t hat is different in some way. 
monaldson ,fi wales, 1970, p.. 244). This straightforward empirical 
result was later interpreted by Clark (19-^3), among^hers; to 
mean that*, young -children Lil to differentiate between the WORDS 

^ same and different i "In effect, the word different was interpreted 
as t^pugh it meant same . Hero, then, is anothors^example of the 
meaning of orte pair of antonyms being overextended t5N<;i^r the 
other term. Both same and different meant "same" to these 
children. (Clark, 1973, p. 91). 

, . This inference of a failure to differentiate between two 
wor^s on tlfe basis of a failure t© differentiate between two 
u tterances may be orrbnoous. In normal adult conversation, many 

"'ft* • * 

utterances containing different and contrasting words are never- 
theless fresponded to in the same way. For example; I might utter 

either: ' . 

(3) I drank four > quarts of gin last night-do you believe mo? 

or ' . ■ . . 

(4) I drank four quarts of gin last -night— don^t yoAa 



believe mq7 



4. 



Whethar you belifeve me or not, you will* answer utterances (3) . . 

aid (4)'in'the same way/ by saying "yes** to both if you.do ' ^ 

believe me, and "no" 'to jDoth if you don't. Cldarly,^ it would-be 

inappropriate to. infer that an adu^t does not or cannot dia.critninate 

between the utterances ^ and don't simply because he responds 

to utterances (3) and (4) in exactly the same way. 

On purely logical ground?, thon, the evidence that young ^ 
chi^j^ren treat pairs of utterances equivalent-ly says nothing of the 
words cdntained in those utterances. Let us assume- as a working 
hypothesis that children, like adults, respond to utterances by 
trying to infer what a speaker's intended .message is. • If they do' ^ 

then varying the identity«of one word in an utterance while 
holding the rest of the utterance and the social-physical context 
constant need not lead to differential responses to the two utterances, 
even with ideally competent speakers. In the case of the same- different 
se^tVe frames, one might argue that children were responding 
in th^ most appropriate fashion possible, namely, just as normal 
adults would.- When someone holdk up an object, say h pencil, and 
'a»ks "give me*one that is different....," one may vej^y well interpret 
that utterance as a request for another writing implei|ient, and not 
as a request for a watermelon, a chair, or any other "different- 
object in the universe. Donaldson & Wales * (1970) acknowledged . 
this possibility, we tested it in two ways. In Experiment I, we 
testedT^oung children in two different same- different tasks; the ' 
original Donaldson & Wales paradigm involving requests for "same" 



and "differont" things, eys^ a «ocoiid=^t«»4t^^in-whi<di feho relevant 
attjribute , for samonoM^tffia difference was unambiguously specified. 
In Experiment^ Il^^we .tested adults in the original Donaldson 6 • 
Wales paradigm to see if adults, like children,^reat the two. . 
utterances cquivalently. 



The subjects in Experiment I were six pres-chool ch^^ren aq^ 
two years eight months to throe year^ three months (p(bte that this 
sample* is a bit younger than the of igin^l^naldson & WaleTB sample, 
whose avqrage age was about three^^aj^^^ix months). Bach child 
was first given a replication,^ th^ ' Donaldson & Wales procedure 
in which each was asked "Can you-give me one that's different 
from this one?" /in .each .case, the experimentjpr picked up a target 
objeot from a table, showed it,..ta-«ie-T5^ild, jBn^*'a8ked,...i;h€ question. 
In eaoX^case, the chij^d^ould seleptr a respo;»jBe .object from an 
';ar,iay'-*Aat consisted of (a) »rtf^entical^^^l^fe|jt*. (b) the same ' 
typo of oh?je'ct but diffej^itng in siz^^^diJ^br color, and (c) an 
obje.ct of a- different type. FoJfye^imple, if the target were a 
small red car, the child co|Jilj6l^^"cho6ge from |an array of a small 
tisd car, a large blue cjdtj^r a doll. The reiults were unequivocal. 
On virtually all trial/, the rosponsee to reqjaests for "same" and 
"difforpnt" dia hot differ. The overwhelming ^hoice in either 
case was the object most similar to the target, essentially replicat- 
ing Donal^on & Wales' (1970) findings. y'' 

However, in a second task administejj^d" to each of these samd 
six children, no evidence for isynonyn^ of "same" and "different" 
was found. 'Here, the children wens given an array of colored 



pop-beadf in which at least two pop^aads of oacji color were 
available." The children were asKed to "give roe one that! a 
the same color 'as this bead" or " . . . a, different color ^than this 
•bead," and indicated their ch^^^^fther by pointing to a bead 
or by handing the experiinanji^^fi bead. Each type of question wa« 
asked three times for each child. For the "eamo' reque^a, ^^ly 
one child mad^e an error,, and that only once. For thd^ ^i^lerent" 
requests, tw^ children each made one error apiec», 
•children know the diffej^go^e KeTiween a request ip^thft "same' 
Color .and a "different\coWsJ[^^ev^ when these^^rae children .do 
not discriminate cbetweenijhe^^terances "gi^ipe one that'e the 
same..." versus "give-rao one--Tl)i«€' s difi^t 

-la .this because they have yet to leatn how to interpret these 

*' # ' 

latter utterances, or ii6^J,t because they have already learned 

to interpret these ^utt^irancQa- as. adults ordinarily do? In carder 

to evaluate thesci' alternatives we tested a sample of twenty jpnale 

subjects who^sfe "mGan age was 20 years 7 months. The twenty Ss 

were ran dkj^ly lis signed to one of two groups, ten per group. These 

groups yere Group N, natural conversational context, and Group E, 

experimental test context. 

A subject in Group N would be seated at a table before a 

microphone, two response keys, a tape recorder and an' interval 

timer with flashing lights. , To S's right was a second table 

with various tools and other objects haphazardly arranged. After 

S had been seated, the experimenter excused himself, picked up* 

either a pair of pliers or a screwdriver from the table, and left 



the room saying "1 have to fiSc something. I'll be right back 

He reappeared in the doorway several seconds later holding the 

too^ he had just picked up and asked S, "Give me one that's 

dlff(?irent from this one." S t6en had a '-choice of thei. following 

objects to give to", the experimenter: two tools of the' same type 

the experimenter displayed' (either two screwdrivers or .two pairs 

of pliers), tltree tools of a different type (either three pairs . 

of pliers or three screwdrivers), thpee pencils, three felt-^tip 

pens," an ash tray, a book; of matches, a pack, of cigarettes, a i 

two-pifdnged eliactric plug, an electtic switch, sdme' lengths 

of insulated bell wire, some paper clips an/i a pad of paper. 

,' ' ° . . 

The tools (screwdrivers and pliers) varied in size; the. pens' ind 

pencils varied in color, ^he experiment ended for Group N.,.. 
Ss When they had responded to the experimenter's request for a 
"different" object. ||^. 

Group E was tested in .the. identical physical si tuaijlon, but 
in an. experimental rather than; natural context. Each S was 
.seated facing the object- laden table;' ind "the experimenter held 
a .scoring 'pad as he picked up object^/ 6ne at a tim^, and asked 
"give me one that's different from this one" for- six successive 
trialW, in the following order: . .pliers, .screwdriver,- pencil, ' 
pack. of cigarettes, electrical plug and finally ^ pliers or 
screwdriver again. %^Half the Ss were sh6wn a pliers on' the first 
trial, half a screwdriver, and the last trial was" a* repetition 
of tho first. Same-object or same class-'of-object'/choices were 
poj$^ible on Trials 1, 2,'3,.and 6. - Trials 4 and 5 were intended 



to- break any set that might devel^ to choose satne 'or sjime-type- 
•of objects. . ^ ■ ' ■ - " 



The data of-iittereBt fc>r Group .U were frequency of tool 
choice versus J| any other type, of object? fot Group E, frequency . 
of same or saitle type of object, choices on Trials 1,. 2, 3, and 
6 (only "di'ff erent" ^choices could be jnade on Trials 4 and 5) . ♦ 

• One .p3^ocedural point should, be. noted. The Su^re never - - 
asked for a "same", choice in Group N because the naturalistic 
condition would have been j<*ipardi2ed had repeated trials been 
used. For Group E "same" ' ins°tructions were not used in order io° 
avoid calling attention to th/s specific word (s) of interest. 
Ideally, of course, the question we are asking - do adults treat 
utterances of the type "Qive'me one that's different froin (same 
as) this one" equivalently - requires a withih-Ss design. The 
-next best choice would be a between-Ss design with half the Ss 
being 'asked for t^same" choices. Rather than coll.ect such data 
we felt that the strongest test of out hypothesis - that "same" 
ind "different" utteraij/ces would be treated' equivalehtly - could 
be made by postulating an "i^eal" set of data for a qe't^^aWn 
control group, a group which always chooses that object i'n^He 
selection array that is most similar to the target object. 

'The results, shown in Table 1, are, unequivocal. Si;c of tert 
Ss in Group N selected the same ^object in response to the 



Table 1 Abput Here 



."different" request - a screwdriver when the target was a screw- 
driver, and a paij: of pliers when that was the target. The" other 
four Ss chose the only Other ^ool available - either a pair of 
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pliera or a screwdriver in riesponae to a screwdriver (or pliers) 
tar^c^t, respectively. On the asauijiption that an "ideal" control 
group would have shown 100% "same" choices , only six of our ton 
real Ss treat the two utterances .(name vs. different) equivalent^' . 
The other four choose the most similar in function rather than 
the same. These data should not, bf course; lead us to infer 
that six of our real Ss do not differentiate between the words 
aame. and different . Instead, the appropriate conclusion is that 
native English speakers treat the utterance "Give me one that's . 
different..." as a request for another object of the same type 
(or function) as' the target object, at least when that? req^iest la 
made in the context of** normal conversation. ^ ^ 

To our surp'risw, however, a natural conversational context 
was' not, critical. The behavior of Group E waa virtually indentieal 
to that of Group N'on Trial 1, with only one S in Group E- choosing 
a. non-tool to a tool target. As we had expected, more variable- 
choices were made on Trials 2, 3 and 6, although only four Ss 
strayed from the target category on any gitreri trial. When queatienct 
all Ss in Group B expressed puzzlement^ as to wh^t the experimenter 
wanted, and the Sa who did stray from^ the target category said 
that the Jlperiment«r aeemod to want "really different" choicco 
beyond .Trial 1 or 2. \ / . 

Clearly, adults routinely treat the request to "^ve me>a _^^0^ 
different one..." as a requeat for another member of the catogdlff^ 
or ,9laa8.of objecta repreaented by the target. ^ word "one" 
ua6d in the request ia interpreted as, "one. of these," and- people ' 



respond accordingly < Cli^i^ldfen as youhg as two and a half 
Igive ^already learned how tdx treat these utterances as ind 
ire^uests and to do. so appropriately. RatW than demon? 
that ehi^ren have - not yet acquired semantic competence 
driginal Donaldson /Waies-^indi^ demons tr a 
acquisition of , converi^tional (or dlscou^e) competer^ce quiy 
convincingly! (As /\ perhaps , Macn^maB^ (1972) might have 
esroected) . . . 

- ■ " V ■ ■ ■ ■ • - ■ 

The methodological concTusions we may dr^w from these two 
small studies are cleete. - Within the contexJ>of a semantic feature 
theory of word meanings, we wou|d argue th^t'ifcis inapprdpria^e 
.-to "make inferences about one aspect of word meanings - namely, the 
dictionary component - whil< ignoring other aspects of word meanings, 
such as semantic ..rules and semantic^ interpretations (cf .,c?^at2 & 
Fodor / 1963) . .Semitic rules and semantic interpretations - along 
with the appropriate rules of conversational- discourse - must, 
by definition, be involved in children's responses to sentential 
utterances.' Until we can specify what these rules ar^ and how 
children process utterances, any inferences we yish to make about 
semantic competence per se are highly suspect. We are on relatively 
firm ground if children perform in ways that leacj us to infer that 
they "know" the meanings of words. That is, they respond tp a I- 
variety of utterances in Widely ranging contexts in ways we consider 
to be "correct" O* "appropriate." Inferences of incompetence, on 
the other hand, Vre highly susceptible to error on the grounds , that 
children may "f^l" tests of com|.rehensit>n for any one of a n%mber 



of reasons. The inferential pattl&_^fr^ la P^^ole tt5 la lan^ue are, 
-^s Saussure^ (1916) noted, neither. simple nor direct. 

- . The substantive cona.us^^ that we^have found no evidence 

•that ciijbldren treat fehe words '^ame" and^different" as eqiiivalent' 

in meaning^'^'^hatVWe may sometimes find ^ildren confusing the^- . 
/two terms in certain contexts is not terribly surprising. After 

all, the words are conf usable. if the context is not.clear, and 

they are sometimes conf usable, even when the context is -crystal clear. 

One demonstration of the conf usability of these two terms is in the 

title of tfiis paper itself. By this time, the reader may ha vie , 



noticed that the titl^.should read "do adtil^ overextend the .^J^::. 



meaning ot same?" instead of "dif fe-^cent^ ap it^es^^nr^t, read. 
Thls^ was originally -n^own jinintention^l^fror in typing .the 
first^35aft^f-theTrap4r7^ picked up the the reviewing^ 

-committee^r^thi's conference, nor, I daresay^, by vesy many 
of you in the ^Udienc4 . if we take this rather large sample 
seriously, we might'be forced to conclude that adults^, rather 
than children, confuse the meanings of "same" and "different." 

The appropriate conclusion, of course, 'is that neither adults 
nor children confuse the meanin^& &^hese te,rms when they are 
Used appropriately in context. Of courste, it is "still possible 

■ \ '\' * ^ 

that the acquisition of comparative terms is asylfhmetrical as pre- 

— . ■ ■ • \^ • 2 

dieted from a psychological extension of semantic featxire theory. 

However, one last point merits consideration.' When yo.ung children 

overextend the meaning of a word, we consider that to be an error^, 



* ^'WeWolild also be alert to the possibility that extension of a 
for^uL linguistic theory to psychology may be an overextension. 



and thus may be erroneous and misleading as well. 
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1. The research reported here was supported iA part by U;S. 
. Public Health Service^^^ant MH23401 r 01 to^ Princetorv - 
university , . S. qiticjcSergv Principal Investigator. 4 thank 
Joseph H. DdriTa^r his' important, insights / and Anne Hay . 
for .coli^ing the data pn young children .as part of her 
senipj?' thesis at Princeton. Ufiiversity. 
2. ^paratives other than "same-^diiferent" are alsa of interest 
and I was delighted to learn thaf Susan Carey Block (personal 
communication) has completed, a study ^ "more-less." with 
conclusions similar to those, reporWhere. James Coots' 
* study , reported at this conference , involved a number^ of 
' comparative terms. He, too, finds no evidence .for asymmetry 
. between marked and unmarked terms. in children's Requisition 
of those ^ comparative^. 
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